This issue contains a special section on South-South co-operation with particular reference to countries of the Middle East and North African (MENA) regions. The topic is introduced by Eckart Woertz and is followed by eight papers, dealing with subjects that include food trade relations of MENA with tropical countries and pointing out the difficulties that MENA countries have in relation to water scarcity. The remainder of the issue contains an opinion piece, six original papers, a conference report and two book reviews.
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The opinion piece introduces the concept of sustainability spaces. Stephen Whitfield and associates point out that, as any agriculture-food development involves complex ramifications, it is difficult to develop projects that do not have negative as well as positive results. Their concept of sustainability spaces aims to define sustainability priorities and effective means for their monitoring in order to avoid developments which go outside them and are therefore unsustainable.
The following six papers are all concerned with sources of food, access to food and their sociological impacts.
Cecilia Eyssartier and co-authors examined the horticultural and cultivation practices of an Argentinian community which, owing to the construction of the Piedra del Águila hydroelectric dam, had been forcibly relocated to an isolated region with an extremely harsh environment in Northwest Patagonia. They found that the people cultivated and gathered a total of 166 species of plants. Most of the gathered species were indigenous and were used for medicinal purposes, while most of the cultivated species were exotics, which were used as food. The authors suggest that the cultivation of vegetable gardens not only contributed to food supply but also provided a resilient model, which could be put into practice by other communities.
The adoption or failure to adopt improved varieties of food crops is a recurring theme in the pages of this journal. Stein Holden and Monica Fisher examined the potential for the widespread adoption of drought tolerant varieties of maize. They found, in Malawi, that adoption increased substantially between 2006 and 2012 and was mainly driven by the Malawi Farm Input Subsidy. Drought tolerant varieties yielded significantly better than local varieties in the drought year 2011/12 but were no better than other improved varieties.
Adoption of improved maize varieties is also the topic of the paper by Wen-Chi Huang and Raju Ghimire. In Nepal, they found greater adoption amongst well-endowed farmers than poorer ones. One factor singled out for special attention was the distance of farmers from markets as this showed a negative impact on adoption. The authors therefore suggest that the government should establish good seed networks in rural areas.
Frank Mmbando and co-authors also point out the importance of market participation -in this case to welfare -in their study of the maize and pigeon pea markets in Tanzania. They advocate policies that reduce transaction costs such as improved rural infrastructure, better market information and, of course, the capacity of households to produce surpluses.
Adoption of improved cultivars of crop plants is again the topic of the next paper. Bola Amoke Awotide and co-authors analysed the effects of improved cassava varieties on asset ownership among smallholder farmers. Adoption was positively related to asset ownership and the impact was greater in female-than male-headed households.
Bethelhem Legesse Debela and co-authors investigated the link between membership of Ethiopia's Productive Safety Net Program (PSNP) and short-run nutrition outcomes among children aged 5 years and younger. Using data from 2006 and 2010 surveys, they found that member households had weight-for-height Z-scores that were 0.55 points higher than those of children in non-member households.
Menale Kassie and co-authors ask why the status of women's food security in Malawi is lower than that of men. They suggest that the food security of female-headed households would improve significantly if they had the same level of resources as male-headed households. However, this was not the whole story as differences in returns to resources between male-and female-headed households explained only 40 % of the observed chronic food insecurity gap and 45 % of the transitory food insecurity gap. Figures for the break even and surplus gap were 54 % and 19 %, respectively.
A conference concerning smallholder agricultural transformation was held in Arlington, Virginia, USA in May 2015 and is reported by Anwar Naseem and co-authors. Important points included a more holistic productivity measure (Total Factor Productivity), the role of agriculture in improving livelihoods and providing environmental services, the role of non-farm employment, the relationship between nutritional transition and agricultural transformation and improving the provision and efficiency of inputs into farms such as improved seed. Finally the report asks how the choices of transformation policies of different countries can best be explained.
The book by F. Bailey Norwood and co-authors, Agriculture & food controversies: what everyone needs to know covers a wide range of topics, including GMOs, pesticides, chemical fertilizers, farm subsidies, carbon footprints, local foods and animal welfare. Jonathan Ingram sums up his view of it by saying BOverall it's one of those books you just hope will reach as many people as possible so that it has the influence it deserves^.
The evolving sphere of food security is a book of almost 400 pages with chapters contributed by highly experienced development specialists and edited by Rosamond Naylor. The book is divided into five parts and it would be invidious to pick out any one of them for special mention. However, perhaps part 3, which focuses on the challenges faced by the poorest countries in attempting to meet the nutritional needs of their expanding populations, will have a particular resonance with readers of this journal.
